


Comparative Political Systems 
^^ Dr Adel Khalil 

\^y^ The Government of the USA 

^•^/s. A Summary 

The^fflodcan constitutional is very brief. It is only 7 articles and 
supplerq,jmt^ by 26 amendments. Articles and amendments are only 
concerned j^wfe- fundamentals. 

^ The ig^fj^rinciples of the American Constitution 



PPoyular sovereiimty 

taeu 



Sovereignty refers to tae ultmiate source and supreme final legal power. 
Supreme power in USAtSy^ted and resides in American people and not 
the English King or the ParW^int. 

In Yates Case (1957) the US sJf'Q^e Court said that Sovergnity justifies 
revolutionary ideas but not revoWt^roary actions. The Court made 
distinction between Theoretical beliefsand revolutionary action. The 
latter is illegal and punishable. ^t^ 



P 'Representative Government and not wt^t democracy 
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1 . The constitution provides for a representative sy^l^ff of government 
instead of direct democracy. In direct democraci^pe^le exercise 
power in public meetings by themselves instead of ^te^te^ 
representatives. ^w 

2. The pattern of government in USA as a whole is one of go^^i^\>ent by 

elected representatives. In very limited cases some methods (^^^^ct 
democracy are used such as national initiative (recall) and reieiy^gmi 

P 'Sevaration of powers enforced by checks and balances ^^ 



a 

national government. In USA this principle is supplemented and ^^^> 

supported by a system of checks and balances whereby each branch of L^mm^ 



The separation of powers principle means a division of functions of ^*^^\ 
government among the executive, legislative and judicial branches of \^ 




government is responsible and checked by different and another political 
institutions. 

Thus Consress is checked by the existence of two houses with special 
owers to the Senate, by Presidential veto, and by the judicial review, 
e President is checked by the right of Congress to enact 
ppriations, override the Presidential veto. Impeach of the President, 
,_, right of the Senate to approve treaties and certain high officials' 
apfoin^ents and by judicial review. The judicial Branch is checked by 
presinenj/al. appointment of judges, by congressional power to impeach 
and to determine the size of the appellate jurisdiction of the courts. 
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P -A Federal jll^i^tu of Government 

1 . The American cd^stj^ujdon adopted a federal instead of a unitary system 
of government. A^^^can federalism involved the distribution of 
governmental powersf between the Central government located in 
Washington D.C and thd^^ivMual 50 states... The constitution delegated 
the central government enu^e^ited (specified) powers and reserved the 
residual powers to individuarsu<KV)f the Union. 

2. Technically speaking FedertUj^overnment refers to the whole 
governmental system including nafciona^nd state governments. 

P 'The Supremacy of National nlw^rnment over States' 
Governments ^^^ 

1. The power to settle jurisdictional conflicts beK^^ national and states' 
governments is placed in the hands of the nationa^go^rnment. 

2. For this reason the constitution expressly states that tl^fMeral 
constitution, acts of congress and treaties are the "suprerale law of the 
land". That means the acts of congress supersede and repl,^i^tates' 
constitutions and legislations. y^S 

^Judicial Review of Constitutionality of Laws >>^, 

1 . Judicial review means the right of courts to declare illegal acts of ^^ 



congress unconstitutional and invalid. ^\ 

beginning of the American history since the famous case Mar burs V. ^\J 

Madison (1803). 



Although there is no express provision in the federal constitution, the U3»*^^ 
Supreme Court has exercised the power of judicial review from the \^ 
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^\J^ 3. Applying the principle of judicial review by the US.SCT made it the most 
^\j powerful judicial agency in the world. It helped to enforce the principle 



Q 



% 



of separation of powers in USA. 

ited Government and respect for Individual rishts 

(?^»^1iiti( 



1 . G^wi^ljutional rights and freedoms of individual cannot be restricted 
eitnej^lfJwiational or state government. 

2. The Bil^tiRights and the Civil War Amendments make some individual 
rights untou^ljable either by national or state's action. For example the 
federal con^itJtion prohibits any national or state act leading to the 
deprivation opi^^liberty or property without due process of law. 

Interest GroupTOfm Political Parties 

• Interest groups play an ^^(^erkial role in the American political system. 
The term of interest gmw^^^vers collection of people trying to 
influence government polic^^Miecisions. 

• The reasons for growing the id^rest sroups in USA can be grouped in 
the following factors: 

1 . Economic specialization. 

2. Continuing technical revolution^^gJJ;ouch special interests. 

3. Legal tradition of respect for freedqpyf association. 
> Orsanized Interest Groups in the Ul^ 
Include: 

1. Labor groups 

2. Farm groups 

3. Business groups 

4. Professional groups, such as medicine(AMA), law(y 

5. There are other groups based on non occupational intei^^jisl^ch as 
veterans' organizations, ethnic groups, religious... etc 

> American Pressure sroups 

1. Lobbyins is a very well known method of pressure used by interest 
Groups in USA. . 

2. The lobby seeks to influence legislators and administrators through 






specific methods of influence such as: 

Campaign contributions and favors given by corporations. 
Influencing the public at large through mass-media which results 
in indirect pressure on legislative and administrative bodies. 
Campaign assistance to friendly candidates for public office. 
Campaign opposition to unfriendly candidates for public office. 

fluencing party platforms and selection of party candidates 
^^s for the strength of the pressure groups in US politics : 

American political environment which is characterized by: 
eparation of powers among governmental authorities, 
federal system. 
3r^^>disciplined political parties. 

4. The^jfiuety and multiplicity of independent agencies 

5. Po]5^^w^lected officials at the state and local level. 

All of these factors ^aj^ibuted to the existence of interest groups, and 
encouraged them to seek infkience. Their organized efforts can be heard. 
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> AIPAC ^S 
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It stands for American Israel Ej^lif Affairs Committee. 

It is the most powerful pro-Isra|la^litical interest group in USA. 

AIPAC lobbyists meet every me^»^r of congress (H&S), and 

cover every hearing in H&S '^^t^touches on US-Israel 

relationship. ^ y. 

It was founded in 1950 after the establi^^fnent of state of Israel, 

and has 65,000 members across all 50 sta^^r 

Its present goals: ^<^ 

1 . Preventing Iran from acquiring nuclear w^q)o 

2. Preparing the next generation of pro-Israel 1 



P" American Political Parties 

The basic difference between political parties and pressure groups in 
USA is that the first seek political power and control of governmen 
through electing its candidates for public office. Whereas pressure 
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Groups seek control of certain governmental policies and do not 
nominate any candidate for office. 
A pressure group may seek support from all parties and provide 
campaign support for many candidates who accept the goals and attitudes 
the interest group. Examples of pressure groups are groups seeking 
onmental protection, anti-war groups, pro-Israel pressure groups. 
^ o major parties in USA are the Democratic and Republican parties. 
Thiy J^e no formal enrollment, no dues, and no rules of behavior .No 
specfnc junctions are imposed for improper conduct by party officials or 
follow^. 

There is noirorVial membership but just party affiliation .Thus individuals 
may vote fx)t^(^^r party. 

Despite the constitu^on does not refer to them, political parties have 
become importai^m\»olitical life in USA. 
Americans have becT^i^iispicious of political parties for several reasons: 

• The belief that theiiTare jio real differences in programs between the 
two major parties. 

• The party obsession wil^fa^onage and spoils. 

• Invisible government ancTBpi^li the scene bosses. 

• Reputation of corruption as a^rr^ns to gain and retain power. 

The demarcation line between the VepuJ^lican and Democratic parties is 
not clear, and each party is divided'^nCO^arious wings such as left and 
right or Northern or Southern. ^^\A 

Even though the two parties have differed'^^^rticular issues at specific 
periods of history, these attitudes haveZj^anged over years and 
sometimes have been reversed. Example n^ tjji^attitude of the 
parties' concerning the issue of national and statoroov 
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> The Presidency 



30w^rs. 

Governmental Institutions j^ 
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1. There are two views of the American Presidency : 

1 . One is that the American presidency is the most powerful single offic^^N 
in the world, ^'■'^^^ 
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^^JL 2. The other is that the American presidency has become so 

^\j institutionalized with surrounding staff and agencies that the president 
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has limited freedom of choice within the American political system. 
residential powers under the constitution: 
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The whole executive power is vested in him only. He has power 

>^y to appoint officials, charged with making sure that laws are 

^^3 V faithfully executed. He can veto legislations, call Congress into 

f ^^ special session and make treaties. He is the chief of all armed 

/forces and enjoys the power of pardon in all federal cases 

^except impeachment. 

^ically the President has expanded his powers to meet 
eni^g^iiKies, such as war, depression. Congress inaction in time 
of crises aj^ popular demand for leadership. 
3. The growing insti^^iaialization of the Presidency : 

• Recent stu^^^^ Presidential decisions-making process indicate 
the increasiifg tendency toward institutionalization of the 
Presidency, '^^r >v 

• Some observers su^^ed that the great part of Presidential 

decisions are shapeo^^fi'li&ff members and agencies around him 
which may give then^th^fpportunity to manipulate and control 
the President \ ^ 

• The Executive Office Of th^^FS^ent is composed of complex 

of agencies. (see p. 60 of the r«(^T^eok) 

• The President's Cabinet is form^^^^ number of presidentially 

appointed Secretaries of state who wa^ without any guidelines. 
Unlike the British Cabinet, the5\^|(^ directly with the 
President and accountable only to hii^ Ihey do not work 
collectively and thus there is no collectiva^sponsibility before 
congress. ^W 

• American observers always ask whether the Amen^ij^ President 

has become highly individualistic and powerfu^L^^iler (or) 
surrounded by pre-decision centers which maniyH^fte his 



amp^fte 
decision-making power. x^ >V 

• The answer lies somewhere between these two extremes/^^e 
pattern of decision-making of any given President depenxls QJ*^ 
his own ability, personality and reaction to politics. C ^„^ 




> Consress 

Congress is the legislative body of the Federal Government. It is made of 

o houses. The House of Representatives and the Senate. The H is 

osed of a number of representatives according to the size of 

tion in every state in the Union. The S is composed of 100 Senators. 

ate is represented by two Senators regardless of the size of its 

pop\flat' 

1. The po^ j^ s of Congress under the constitution. 

• The basi^function of Congress is passing national legislations 
applical^^ all 50 states. 

• In additioj^CNenjoys powers related to proposals of constitutional 
amendments, elaatoral powers in certain Presidential election in case 
of deadlock, ^mjcachment powers, investigatory powers and the 
power to admit na^^^tes to the Union. 

2. Powers of the Senate: 



• Senate alone enjoy Q^ta|n administrative powers, such as, the 
confirmation of presiden!u^O|ipointments of high ranking officials, 
and giving of advice and cdft^mt to treaties. 

• Over years powers of the senme ha^e increased in some respects but 
decreased and lost to the Pre^I^n^in some other respects (war 
powers). ^^^^ 

3. Characteristics of the American legislatui^f^y Congress). 

• Bicameralism. 7^^ 

1. It is the most important featureV^i^ifc distinguishes the 
American Congress with legislative bod^s hj^other systems. 

2. The American Congress is composed of ^^ houses. The 100 
members of the Senate and 435 memtJ^^ of House of 
Representatives remain virtually equal in legisb^^i^e powers. 
Congress has not followed the British pattern of X^^ing the 
power and influence of the upper house (i.e. House oflmids). 

• The Role of Committees. ^^W 

1 . House and Senate Committees are very important and ca^^x^ 
"Little Legislatures". ^ ^s^ 

2. The basic legislative-making decisions are made in \^ ^,^ 

Committees. Congressional Committees have the f^ j 

power to kill any bill and preventing it from passing as a law. yvj 

3 . The legislative work of the H and S depend on their Standing /_ 
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Committees. ( H has 20 and S has 16). 
4. Some Committees are so large that they are divided 
into Specialized Sub-Committees. For example Special Com. 
on the Termination of National Emergency. 

^v \^enioritv system in selecting committee's chairmen. 

^S^ One of the basic traditions of Congress in both Houses is the 
f y^ seniority rule governing selection of committee chairman. 
/ The men who fill these positions are locally chosen and 
^ locally responsible to their constituency. Thus seniority 
(J^^ds upon the decision of voters in their districts who send 
tnc^^i^senting legislators back to congress time after time to 
give them^eniority. 

• Blocking pas^^ the Law in the senate using the technique of 
Filibuster. ^>3 

1. Filibuster ifa tradition followed in the Senate by which no 
time limit in (i^^ing in the floor until the end of the session. 

2. The TechniqueV^ajoles minority groups to block any 
piece of legislatiotT^^^ijaking a very long speech in order to 
delay voting. As a rel^m^ither filibuster or threat of filibuster 
by an organized senat^jiinodty is sufficient to block the 
chances of passing certain^fek of legislations. 

• President's role in the work of Coifg iro ^ 

1 . He plays an important role in4^^^0Yk of congress both, by 
virtue of constitutional provision^ajjirf by his traditional extra- 
constitutional powers . \ >^ 
<♦ The constitutional powers include^^end^g of messages to 

)n, ib^ 
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Congress, proposing of legislation, i]jt6^Qto power of bills 
and the power to call special sessions. ^^ 
*l* The extra-constitutional powers are not pirovidud for in the 
constitution but emerged from presidential ^n^ct^s. They 
include the threat of veto, discriminatory use ynwjitronage 
power, personal persuasions through individu^n/^^^tacts 
with key congressmen, and direct appeal to tn^ j^^^ic 
through televised speeches, press conferences and th^iKe^,^ 
2. The skillful use by the President of these legislative pow^l 
can make him the chief legislature in practice. r^ 
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Gerrymandering Practice 

1. Throughout of its history Congress has been criticized of 
allowing overrepresentation of rural areas, some groups, and 
interests. 
■«^k 2. The method used by state legislatures to accomplish 

^\^. overrepresentation in Congress called Gerrymandering. 

^^N^ 3. Gerrymandering is a practice of drawing congressional 
f ^^ district lines in a manner leading to increasing of the strength 
/of one targeted group at the expense of another, or dispersing 
^ the voting block of one party among many districts ending up 
-/itHyninority votes. 

• Ratification ofLtreaties by Senate 

1 . The ^ronaitutional requirement of the consent of a two third 
majont^^the Senate as a condition for the ratification of 
treaties h^oeen strongly criticized as used in practice. It 
was used, f»*^ample, by the minority in the Senate to keep 
US out of the ^^g^e of Nations. 

2. In recent years »^^i^rder to get around the constitutional 
requirement of ^i^^ihird of the Senate majority, the 
President has used ^ method of Executive Agreement to 
conclude international tjCT ti » s by legislation rather than by 
formal treaty. EA does ndf^i^uire Senate majority but just 
simple majority by both hous^i^J^S) 

Abuse of Congressional Investigations ^ ^ 

1. The investigatory power of Congres^^i^erv important and 
indispensable in law-making process A^^ 

2. Many Congressional investigations have iW^ered 
important misconduct in and outside the goyemment. The 
most recent example is Congressional investig^nipV 
concerning the 9/11 Tragedy which revealed shoi^\j^ings in 
the work of CIA & FBI. VV^ 

3. Sometimes the investigatory power have been abus^ a^^'^ 
resulted in strong criticism to Congress. Example is 



Congressional investigation of un- American activities ^| 



during McCarthy era which are directed against liberals ar 
leftists and resulted in dismissal from work. ^«>^^ 

4. In recent years congress has used investigations for partisan ^^^/ 
malice. Examples Watergate and Monica Lewinsky- ^— * 




Clinton investigations. 

The US SCT has estabHshed limits to the investigatory 
powers of congress and indicated that no one can be 
compelled to testify before a committee if these limitations 
are violated by Congress. 



x!oi/gr essmen favors for their constituency (voters) 
Congress is also criticized as congressmen spend much 
time to drai^vors for their electors. But this is the best 
way to setTO^^-election. It emphasis the human role of 
congressman as^^ediator between the bureaucracy and 
ordinary citize^^^ 

P 'The American Judiiiary . 

1. The American constitution ^g^lo^ for only one federal court (US SCT), 
and authorized Congress to e^^^rkh inferior federal courts as well as 
determining their size. ^^ 

2. Since USA has federal system of g^v ejjxftne nt which includes two levels 
of government (national & state), therec^^s two kinds of court system 
i.e. federal and state. ^^^ 

3. Only state courts have jurisdiction over^fl^^ kinds of cases, such as 



intra-state commerce. Federal courts ha^^^^urisdiction over certain 
kinds of cases, such as inter-state commerce. B^^^^ourt systems have 
jurisdiction over other kinds of cases such as poll^ aj?id security matters. 

4. The US Supreme Court is composed of nine judge s,^iieof them serve as 
Chief Justice. All federal judges are appointed by thel'^^ident with the 
advice and consent of the Senate. They serve for life as lona^^hey 
maintain good behavior ^ 

5. Presidential appointments of SCT judges have been made'^o, 
considerations. The President makes sure of their party affiliatio^" 
pays attention to their political, social and economic views 

6. SCT judges are in true sense politician and are aware of the po" 
implications of their decisions. It is recognized by political observers 
the SCT often makes law rather simply discovering it. 
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fry . The adm,„,strat,ve system in USA has its unique character because off the 

^■^i^^ederal system. , i.e., existence of many levels of government (federal- 
""^^e-local-special districts, .etc) 

officers are subject to dual and even triple accountability i.e. to the 
It and Congress as well as the judiciary. They are also indirectly 
svi}8]QQlrSi demands from profession, pressure groups, political leaders 
and publ^iftpinion since they are mostly elected. 
3. The organizaji^n of the bureaucracy is heterogeneous (diverse). It 
Includes: Cy >. 

cabinet depai^t^^ts, number of government corporations, Tennessee 
Valley Authority, gjj(fi^ps of independent regulatory commissions, such as 
Interstate Comnwc^/Gpmmission. , and about 40 agencies of varying 
degrees. ^T^ 

^AmerrcaiL^ederalism in Practice 

1. Federal-state-local relationgia^^m USA today are characterized by 
cooperation, coordination and^^^iaring of powers rather than by 
separation and competition. •^ 

2. Socially all levels of government J;j«4e^been successful to solve the 
problem of diversity of different ethnifo^ups in American society. 
They have been integrated in the Ame^H^)^ society (the melting pot 
theory). 

3. States in the American federal system still pla*^ pmminent part in 
dealing with some areas such as, party nominatiil^^nventions, 
determining the make up of Congress and influenoMi^mie selection 
ofjudges. \^ 
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